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This research tries to investigate the intended sectoral choice of the diploma students 
among the six major sectors, namely multinational corporations, small and medium-sized 
enterprises, setting up own professional business, setting up own business, governmental 
sector or non-governmental organizations. This study is important looking at the current 
issues of graduates’ unemployment and yet little information is available about how 
undergraduate students make decisions concerning their future careers. The results 
suggest that the students would prefer most to work in the multinational corporations; 
males are more likely to set up their own business than females; and there is significant 
different between student who  have prior working experience in the aspect of setting up 
own business. The implications are the needs for the university to build a good 
partnership with various sectors to assimilate and disseminate information about 





In recent years, graduate unemployment has become an issue. Reasons given for the 
causes of unemployment among graduates are mainly focused on few factors such as lack 
of information technology skills, poor communication skills and English proficiency. 
However, limited data is available concerning the career expectation of graduates and in 
particular about the intended sectoral choice of undergraduates. Hence, this study tries to 
assess the preferable sectoral choice of diploma program students which are in the age 
groups of 18-21. As Super (1990) suggests that this age group is in the specification 
stages of vocational development, in other words, this group of students are in the 
important stage of firming the vocational goals. Hence the understanding of their 
intended sectoral choice is important as it can help them to know more about themselves, 
thus helping them in their future career behavior, career management and development.  
 
The primary objective of this study is to investigate the intended sectoral choice of 
students from the six major sectors - multinational companies (MNCs), small and 
medium-enterprises (SMEs), set up own professional business (SOPF), set up own 
business (SOB), governmental sector, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs). In 
this context, the main interest is to determine how these factors are associated with 
respondents’ gender, and working experience. 
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Review of Literature 
Plenty of researches have revealed that the students are preferring employment with 
multinational companies (MNCs) (Binks, 1996; Ahmadi and Helms, 1997; Henderson 
and Robertson, 2000; Lau and Pang, 1995; Teo and Poon, 1994). Earlier research 
indicates that extrinsic factors such as good salary and good opportunities to get ahead 
are dominant to graduates (Dunnette et al, 1973). Lau and Pang (1995) notice that 
business graduates want to work for MNCs for satisfying their lower-order needs first by 
seeking extrinsic rewards in their initial jobs. Feeling of accomplishment, interesting 
work and opportunities to use abilities came later in their employment (Lau and Pang, 
1995). In this context, MNCs are always perceived to be providing a good salary and 
opportunities for career advancement (Jackson and Bak, 1998). In contras, past 
researches have shown that traditionally SMEs have not been major recruiters of 
graduates and indeed SMEs have not been viewed by graduates as offering attractive 
employment and career prospects, they would prefer to work in MNCs (Moy and Lee, 
2002; Ahmadi and Helms, 2002; Brindley and Ritchie, 2000; Bink, 1996; Roffe, 1996; 
Teo and Poon, 1994). Entrepreneurships always perceived to be able to create wealth, led 
to job satisfaction, job creation, innovation, and provided greater consumer choice 
(Ljunggren and Kolvereid, 1996; Henderson and Robertson, 2000; Bradley and Roberts, 
2004). Teo and Poon (1994) found that students rate higher in starting their own 
businesses compared to being employed in small medium enterprise (SME). However, 
they called for caution when interpreting the intentions of students intending to setup 
their own businesses as only 5 per cent of Nanyang Technology of University’s MBA 
graduates did so; while according to a university survey done in Hong Kong, only about 2 
per cent of business graduates are self-employed, and approximately 90 per cent sought 
full-time employment (Moy and Lee, 2002).  
 
Previous research suggested that government sectors could offer high level of job security 
and stability, substantial pension and fringe benefits such as education and housing 
allowances, established work hour regimes with less pressure for overtime, and measures 
to protect and equalize women’s employment which are ahead of the private sector 
(Leung and Clegg, 2001; Synder et al., 1996). However, job stability in public sectors 
sometimes is also associated with routine jobs, lacking in creativity and autonomy, or 
because of the promotion of the public servant being based on seniority instead of 
promotion based on the basis of competition and performance (Leung and Clegg, 2001). 
In comparison to the private sector, the public service also provides more flexible time to 
employees for their private life with the entitlement of long annual leave (Synder, et al., 
1996; Leung and Clegg, 2001; Cunningham, 2001). Barth (1993) noted that it is very 
difficult to generalize in any conclusive way about why individuals remain in or leaves 
the government sector, or in what aspect they are satisfied or dissatisfied.  
 
On the other hand, the work of nonprofit organization is underpinned by values of service 
to the community rather than the pursuit of profit for commercial gain (Chapman, 1998), 
and the non-governmental organizations (NGOs) would be known by professionalization 
norms that create expectations (Euske, 2003). Cunningham (2001) reports that previous 
research suggests that the motivational factors for voluntary employees were mainly 
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driven by “a desire to care”, which resulting in a willingness to accept lower pay and less 
personal advancement and security. Furthermore, Rawls (1975) suggests that the 
individual characteristics are also different in which those favorable to non-profit sector 
tended to be more dominant and flexible than are those favoring the profit sector; they are 
having greater capacity for status, social presence, and concern for personal relations and 
power but lesser needs for security. Past researches have also explored the gender 
differences in job preferences and choices (Hau and Ngo,2002; Gould and Penley, 1984; 
Teo and Poon, 1994). Larsen et al. (2003) research findings suggested that past work 
experience as one of the influential factors in career choice. Since there are limited data 
available about the graduates’ or undergraduates choice in numerous sectors, it is 





This is a population study among the final semester students enrolled in diploma 
programs at MARA University of Technology (UiTM), Kedah Campus during the June 
2003-October 2003 semester year. During this period, the total number of full time final 
semester diploma students at UiTM, Kedah campus is about 296. These students are from 
four programmes, namely Diploma in Public Administration, Diploma in Accountancy, 
Diploma in Business Studies, and Diploma in Banking. In this study, the students’ 
intended sectoral choice is the dependent variable, and the demographic variables are the 
independent variables. The students’ intended sectoral choice questionnaire is adapted 
and modified from the instrument developed by Teo and Poon (1994). This instrument is 
short and simple but precise enough for the researcher to find out which sector is the 
favorable sector for the respondents although the reliability and validity of the instrument 
has not reported. In this instrument, students are asked to rank their preferred choice of 
employment amongst the six given sectors, namely (i) as an employee in MNCs); (ii) as 
an employee in SMEs); (iii) set up own professional firm (SOPF); (iv) set up own 
business (SOB); (v) governmental sector (GOVT); and (vi) non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), on a scale of 1 to 4 (1 = the least preferred, 4 = the most 
preferred). The demographic data include gender and working experience. The completed 





Table 1.1 contains information about frequencies and percentages of participants in the 
research according to each categorical variable. Out of the 250 responses, 95.6% (n=239) 
questionnaire are usable with 75.7% (n= 181) are females, and the remaining 24.3% (n= 
58) are males. About 49% (n= 118) of the students do not have any working experience. 
The remaining of them have working experience in MNCs (11.7%), SMEs (11.7%), 
governmental sector (8.8%), NGOs (5.9%) or gained working experience through family 
business (12.6%).  
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Table 1.1: Frequencies (n) and Percentages (%) of Participants in the Research 
According to Each Categorical Variable 
Variable N % 
Gender:    
Male 58 24.3 
Female 181 75.7 
   
Work Experience:    
No 118 49.4 
Yes, in MNCs 28 11.7 
Yes, in SMEs 28 11.7 
Yes, in Governmental Sector 21 8.8 
Yes, in NGOs 14 5.9 
Yes, in my own family business 30 12.6 
 
 
Student Intended Sectoral Choice 
What is the intended sectoral choice of the students? In answering the research question 
that what is the intended sectoral choice of the students towards the six major sectors, the 
research results show that students would prefer most to work in the MNCs (mean = 
2.98). This is followed by working in the government sector with a slight difference in 
the mean value of 2.96, set up own business (mean = 2.91), set up own professional firm 
(mean = 2.68) and the least preferred sectors are working with the NGOs (mean = 2.32) 
and the SMEs (mean = 2.30) as shown in Table 1.2. 
Table 1.2: Mean Values of Respondents’ Intended Sectoral Choice   
Scale Mean Std. Deviation 
As MNCs’ Employee 2.98 .926 
Governmental Sector 2.96 .952 
Set up Own Business 2.91 1.071 
Set Up Own Professional Firm 2.68 1.021 
NGOs 2.32 .948 
As SMEs’ Employee 2.30 .865 
   
*  Key: 4 = most preferred, 1 = least preferred  
Gender and Sectoral choice 
Findings from the Pearson chi-square test have indicated that there are no significant 
differences between male and female in most of the sectors. However, there is a 
significant difference between male and female in terms of their preferences in setting up 
own business, as p < .05, as refer to Table 1.3. Further analysis using the mean values 
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differences appear that males to be more likely to set up their business (mean = 3.16) than 
females (mean = 2.83), as refer to Table 1.4. 
 
Table 1.3: Differences between the Gender Preferences in Each Sector 







.098 1.480 1.856 4.809 .564 .366 
 Asymp. Sig 
 
.755 .224 .173 .028* .453 .545 
 
 
Table 1.4: Comparison on the Gender Mean Values on SOB 
 
Sector Gender N Mean Mean Rank 
 
SOB Female 181 2.83 115.37 
 Male 58 3.16 134.46 
 Total 239   
 
Working Experience and Sectoral choice 
Chi-square test is conducted to explore the association between working experience and 
sectoral choice. The results in Table 1.5 indicated that among the sectors, there is a 
significant difference between students who have working experience in the aspect of 
setting up own business, as p < .05. Further analysis shows that apparently students who 
have prior working in helping family business will more likely tend to set up their own 
business later (mean = 3.50), followed by variables such as those who have prior working 
experience in SMEs (mean = 3.04), MNCs (mean = 2.86), no working experience (mean 
= 2.81), NGOs (mean = 2.71), and lastly governmental sectors (mean = 2.67), as refer to 
Table 1.6. Thus, the findings suggest that for those who have prior working experience in 
helping family business, they are more likely to set up their own business later. 
 
 
Table 1.5: The Association between the Groups of Student with Differences 
Working Experience in Each Particular Sector    






6.325 1.858 .867 11.156 7.883 2.563 
 Asymp. Sig 
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Table 1.6: Mean Values between Students of Different Prior Work Experience 
on SOB 
Prior Working Experience  SOB 
No Mean 2.81 
 % of Total N 49.4% 
   
Yes, in MNCs Mean 2.86 
 % of Total N 11.7% 
   
Yes, in SMEs Mean 3.04 
 % of Total N 11.7% 
   
Yes, in Govt. Sector Mean 2.67 
 % of Total N 8.8% 
   
Yes, in NGOs Mean 2.71 
 % of Total N 5.9% 
   
Yes, in my own family business Mean 3.50 
 % of Total N 12.6% 
* Key: 4 = most preferred, 1 = least preferred 
 
Discussion 
The result finding is consistent with Teo and Poon (1994) research in Singapore as the 
MNCs was the first choice of employment among students. There are few reasons that 
could be used to explain the phenomenon. Firstly, MNCs were the students most 
preferred sectoral choice and it might be due to their perceptions that MNCs could offer 
better in terms of pay, fringe benefits, working condition and long term career prospects, 
as compared to other sectors (Hau and Ngo, 2002; Jackson and Bak, 1998), especially the 
non-governmental sector and the SMEs. Secondly, results from the research have shown 
that majority of the students do not have working experience. Consequently, their 
perception towards the various given sectors might not be true. They might be influenced 
by various societal factors such as parents and close family (Larsen, et al., 2003; Jumaat, 
2004), the economic situation and job market, courses and subjects studied, self-
perceived skills and abilities, or friends and acquaintances (Counsell and Popova, 2000; 
Dhaliwal, 2000; Barling, et al., 1998; Zakaria, 1993). Further analysis also showed that 
males would mostly prefer to set up their business than females. The justifications for this 
phenomenon could be Asian males had received significant responsibilities to the 
families in terms of making money. Therefore they would more likely to be an 
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The Implications and Recommendations 
The University Roles 
In the era of mass higher education system and increasing globalization trade, universities 
need to equip students with knowledge and skills that are relevant to students, employers 
as much as to society generally. In this context, UiTM should provide training on certain 
skills that are vital to the students, such as the information technology skills, 
communication skills in all domains (reading, writing, speaking and listening), problem 
solving skills and interpersonal skills which are considered important factors when 
recruiting and selecting a graduate (Stewart and Knowles, 2000a). On top of that, foreign 
language (English, Mandarin, Japanese, German, Spanish and others) proficiencies are 
vital to the students. This ability is a value-added communication competency and 
especially crucial for them to find a job in multinational corporation that set up by foreign 
companies. Secondly, since cultural factors play a role in careers, the students’ 
understanding of cultural differences is vital. UiTM should consider introduce the 
international cultural courses that could expose the students to other cultures and 
perspectives. This across cultures competency enable the students to work effectively in 
multinational corporations. Besides, the presence of international students and 
internationalisation of staff is another way to benefits the learning experience of UiTM 
students and prepare them for effective participation in the global economy. UiTM 
should also encourage the lecturers as well as the counselors engaged in more industrial 
research as to gain hand-on experience and up-to-date knowledge about the industries and 
share this knowledge with their students. Their initiatives should also be rewarded to 
encourage them participate actively and continuity in industrial research.  
 
The universities also need to take more proactive roles in encouraging the students to 
participate in the full range of employment chances that extends beyond large 
organizations and SMEs. For instance, the university should build good industry linkages 
with various industries through activities such as introducing internship programmes, 
career fairs, and industries researches between the universities and industries. Through 
this partnership, it could provide the students with the relevant industries information, 
generating and disseminating the employment opportunities in the job market (Stewart 
and Knowles, 2000b). 
 
 The roles of the employers in providing more effective communication channel and flow 
of correct information 
Employers should provide a more effective communication channel and accurate 
information regarding their companies to the graduates so as to avoid any misperception 
towards the respective industries. It also would be useful for employers to know more 
about career expectations and experiences of graduates after graduation in order to 
develop policies and practices that are effective in attracting, motivating and retaining 
them (King, 2003; Phillips, et al., 1994). 
 
The graduates’ role in enhancing self-reliance skills and to be more proactive  
Students need to develop new skills to survive in the future world of work, as Hawkins 
and Winter (1996) suggested, “the self reliance skills”. At the same time, to avoid 
unemployment, undergraduates should change their attitudes from being choosy and 
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passive to more a proactive stance in searching for a job. They need to utilize all kinds of 
channels to acknowledge the correct information about labour market trend, job 
opportunities, and job requirement of the sectors as well as the pro and cons working in 
the numerous sectors. This information could help them to understand better about the 




The findings are limited to UiTM, Kedah branch campus, final semester diploma students 
(Part-Six, Part-Seven and Part-Eight students), in the semester of June 2003-October 
2003. As a result, the findings cannot be generalized to other settings, such as on other 
diploma programmes in other universities. Future research should also involve 
undergraduates in other universities and on more heterogeneous samples. Furthermore, 
in-depth research should be considered to investigate the students’ perception towards the 
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